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INTRODUCTION 

Ciren Luobu, aka Tshe ring nor bu, was born in Lhasa and graduated 
in 1981 from Tibet University with a major in Tibetan Literature. After 
graduation, he was assigned as a Tibetan teacher to the County Middle 
School in the Changdu Region on the east side of the Tibet 
Autonomous Region (TAR). In 1988, he returned to Lhasa to teach 
Tibetan in the Tibet Post School (Zhou 2019:4). In 1995, he started 
working in the editorial departments of the Tibet Daily and Tibetan 
Literature. 

Currently, Ciren Luobu is Executive Chief Editor of Tibetan 
Literature, a member of the China Writers Association Committee, 
and Vice-Chair of the Tibet Writers Association. His awards include 
the 5 th Lu Xun Literature Prize, the Gold Award of the 5 th Qomulangma 
Literature Awards, the 5 th Tibet New Century Literature Award, and 
the Best New Work in the 7 th Literature Research Award of 
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Contemporary National Minority Literature (Zhou 2019:4; Close and 
Dong 2015). 

Ciren Luobu's career as a novelist began in 2005, when he was 
assigned to work in the editorial department of Tibetan Literature 
(Zhou 2019:4). He has authored a number of literary works including 
Chinese-language short stories such as Jie 'Realm' and Fangsheng 
Yang 'The Liberated Sheep' (He 2018:68). His first novel, Jiyu 
Fengzhong, was published in 2015 (Ciren Luobu 2015). His short story, 
Shashou 'The Assassin’ was produced as a movie - Zhuangsi Yizhi 
Yang 'Running Over a Sheep' - by Wanma Caidan in 2018. 

Jie, the book under review, is a collection of the fourteen short 
stories listed below: 

■ "Luozide Chuanfu 'A Nortse Boatman"' 

■ "Qiu Ye 'The Autumn Night'" 

■ "Fen 'Burning"' 

■ "Chen Wang 'The Mortal Coil'" 

■ "Qianfang Youren Dengta 'Someone Waiting for Her Ahead'" 

■ "Shashou 'The Assassin'" 

■ "Yuji 'Rainy Season'" 

■ "Jie 'Realm'" 

■ "Chuanshuo ’Legend"' 

■ "Deduo ’Dedub’" 

■ "Fangsheng Yang 'The Liberated Sheep'" 

■ "Amiriga 'A Bull from America'" 

■ "Shenshou 'Divine'" 

■ "Quguoshan Shang de Xue 'Snow of Mount Chogor"' 

An English translation of this collection titled Realm was 
published in 2015. 

As noted in other reviews (Liu 2018, Yang 2018, He 2014, Li 
Meiping 2017, Li Zunyun 2017, He 2018, Wei 2019), the accounts in 
Jie are grounded in the lives of ordinary Tibetan farmers, herders, 
monks, boatmen, and craftsmen. The stories typically feature 
monasteries, stupas, teahouses, and yak enclosures on the grasslands. 
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As claimed in an interview (Zhou 2019:5), the inclusion of 
geographical features has roots in Ciren Luobu's earlier experiences as 
a teacher in the Changdu Region in the area where the TAR meets the 
provinces of Sichuan, Qinghai, and Yunnan. This setting provided an 
opportunity to observe ordinary Tibetans. The characters in Jie are 
from lower social classes and depict their conflicts, values, and beliefs. 

I now turn to an analysis of the stories in Jie through three 
broad themes: change and confusion, tradition and modernity, and 
grief and relief. 


CHANGE AND CONFUSION 

Change and confusion are two common themes among the fourteen 
stories. Change radiates from different forces. Some are external, and 
others are internal. The former derives from significant social events 
such as revolutions in the mid-l900s. These revolutions relate to 
Tibet's contemporary political system and social structure, as well as 
ordinary people's lives. For example, in "A Nortse Boatman", the 
daughter learns about city life from a Khams pa merchant and leaves 
her poorly-lit house with shabby furniture, and her boatman father. 
She opens a store in Lhasa and begins a comfortable, materially rich 
life. Also, in "Dedub," a conflict between the government advisory 
board and the monasteries results in monks using weapons instead of 
studying and chanting scripture. 

Internal changes are reflections and reactions to exotic changes. 
In "A Bull from America," rapid economic development in Lhasa leads 
Gongbu to realize farming is not the only source of income, so he buys 
an imported bull from America, which requires him to take out loans. 
He plans to make money by using the American bull for breeding. 

In "Snow of Mount Chogor," villagers refuse to plow for the 
coming spring after viewing an American disaster movie that leads 
them to believe that 2012 will be the end of the world. 

Confronting and adjusting to change is not easy. Story 
characters are often lost when registering rapid change and do not 
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know what their next step should be. Some choose a new life and 
confront doubt and rejection. Others remain the same, but continuing 
change pushes them to make decisions. The Gesar storyteller, Yaeijie, 
in "Divine" illustrates this. Yaeijie moves to an institute in Lhasa to 
record his stories. No longer narrating to herders on the grassland or 
mountain residents, Yaeijie abandons his wandering life as a 
storyteller and begins a comfortable life with a salary and apartment 
in Lhasa. However, happiness does not accompany him. He often 
dreams he is back on the grassland, a homeless orphan, making a living 
by herding and telling Gesar stories for days and nights without pause. 

In Lhasa, he suffers from severe physical illness and loss of 
memory of the Gesar episodes. He concludes that Gesar can only be 
told intuitively on the grassland to its people and other inhabitants, 
nevertheless, he opts to remain in the city. 

In "Someone Waiting for Her Ahead," Xiagu and her tailor 
husband teach their daughter and son to be grateful and good-hearted. 
After her husband's death, Xiagu continues to be humble, helpful, and 
kind-hearted. Those around her refer to her as the warm-hearted, old 
lady Xiagu. Witnessing her children cheat, steal, go into debt, and 
violate the law in pursuit of material wealth fills her with fear and 
doubt. Questioning the values people hold in this new society, she feels 
lost and confused. The values and good qualities she and her husband 
valued and adhered to throughout their lives are not important to their 
children in this new society. 


TRADITION AND MODERNITY 

Tradition and modernity are also two important themes in this 
collection. The stories in Jie are set at different times in the twentieth 
century. Modernity is a growing force in Tibet, particularly in Lhasa, 
and many aspects of Tibetan culture are altering. In "Burning," Weise, 
a girl from an impoverished family, marries a man from a famous, 
wealthy family who is in love with her. Her in-laws, governed by 
notions of social hierarchy, treat her as a servant. A modern, educated, 
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financially independent woman, she refuses to endure such abuse and 
divorces. An unsuccessful marriage does not deprive Weise of enjoying 
freedom in the modern world, thanks to entertainment venues such as 
bars and modern devices such as telephones. 

Similarly, Cita, the main character in "Autumn Night," also 
experiences dramatic changes when modernity arrives in this small 
town. Impoverished Cita's wife runs off with a truck driver. After 
earning money as a forest woodchopper, he opens a bar in the small 
town that becomes a success. His ambitions grow, and he expands his 
business to larger towns and cities. No longer a man destined to live in 
a small place, hopelessly entangled in poverty and sadness over his 
wife's betrayal and poverty; he is now rich and married to a bartender. 
He spends money carelessly in bars and among women. Cita's life fixed 
in tradition drastically alters as he takes advantage of opportunities 
brought by modernity. The man from a lower social class is changed by 
the power of money in the modern world. 


GRIEF AND RELIEF 

Grief and relief also characterize stories in "Realm." Grief is rooted in 
life, the struggle to survive, love, affection, salvation, and redemption. 
Ciren Luobu claims, "the protagonists in most of my works are 
imperfect and have difficult lives ... and what the readers see are 
images of poignancy and disintegration" (Xu 2015). Despite suffering 
and sorrow, characters pursue inner peace and relief from the 
Buddhist perspective of fate and karma. They wish to attain inner 
peace based on a belief in cause and effect, and impermanence. 

In "A Nortse Boatman," an old boatman earns a living by 
transporting passengers across a rushing river. What he earns provides 
a dilapidated shelter and simple food for his daughter and himself. His 
daughter flees this life for a better existence in Lhasa, believing joy in 
this lifetime requires struggle, regardless of the cost. In contrast, the 
boatman is convinced that material happiness is short-lived, and 
detachment is life's only true meaning. 
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In "Rainy Season," Wangla witnesses the loss of his sons, Gelai 
and Gangzu; his wife, Panduo; and his father. A landslide sweeps away 
his house and his property. Alone in poverty and loneliness in the rainy 
season, he knows Buddha feels his suffering and is guiding him to leave 
sorrow behind. 

"Burning" and "The Mortal Coil" illustrate grief and sorrow 
from love and affection. In "Burning," Weise searches for true love in 
relationships with man after man. In this quest, she divorces and 
leaves her son. Love she thought to be true and free is an illusion. 
Nevertheless, she does not end her search. Indifferent to how long love 
lasts or who gives it, she enjoys love without restriction, intent on 
quenching her desire. 

In "The Mortal Coil," disabled Zhendui has relationships with 
four women, none of which prove permanent. These relationships are, 
in chronological order: Qiangba Lamu, a girl with a cleft lip - sweet but 
temporary; Daga, Qiangba Lamu's mother - grudging and distorted; 
Zela, a vagrant, mutually appreciative but destroyed by others; and a 
bartender who brought him the sense of family he yearned for, 
especially when she was pregnant, but then he died. Zhengdui could 
not have a long-lasting love in his life, but he knew he had felt love in 
this life. This belief generated his lack of fear when death came. 

"The Liberated Sheep" demonstrates spiritual redemption 
based on a belief in karma and rebirth. A widower dreams his deceased 
wife is suffering and wandering aimlessly en route to her next 
incarnation. To speed her rebirth, the widower buys a sheep from a 
butcher and treats it as his deceased wife. He visits and worships at 
many temples, monasteries, and pilgrimage destinations. He also 
arranges for the sheep to contribute to a monastery construction 
project by placing sacks of mud and sand on the sheep's back for 
transport. This unpaid contribution lasts for about a month. Time 
passes, and his wife smiles in his dreams. The widower now finds he 
cannot leave the sheep as it symbolizes not only his wife's salvation but 
also his own. 

Similarly, in "Realm," Cenla struggles to keep her son, Duopei, 
near her. Once convinced he would not leave the monastery and 
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become a layman, she offers him poisoned yogurt. To save his mother 
from her evilness, Duopei consumes it. Later, Cenla becomes blind and 
paraplegic but carves elegant and meaningful stones with the Six 
Sacred Syllables to atone for her sin near the stupa built for Duopei. 

Aspects of traditional life among ordinary Tibetans at different 
times are portrayed in this collection via a range of themes. To many 
non-Tibetan reviewers, Ciren Luobu's novels reveal hardship and 
stratification of Tibetans in the old days and the happiness they enjoy 
in this new era as mentioned by Wei (2019) and Li Meiping (2017). As 
a native Tibetan reviewer, these short novels magnify only one aspect 
of the people. This might present non-Tibetan readers an incomplete 
understanding of Tibetan culture, particularly the life of ordinary 
Tibetans over time. 


THE ENGLISH TRANSLATION 

The English translation - Realm - by Krysta Close and Dong Rui 
includes all the fourteen stories in Jie. Two points need to be made. 
First, the stories do not follow the sequence in the Chinese version, 
which is inconvenient for comparing the two versions. Second, the 
presentation of people and place names in the English version do not 
follow a common standard. For example, Gangzu, Dezhong, and Gelai 
are produced in Pinyin while Wangchuk (Wangjiu), Chogor (Quguo), 
Khandro Yeshe (Kanzhuo Yixi), and Shagu (Xiagu) appear in a non- 
Wylie Romanized form of Tibetan in the English version. 

These minor criticisms aside, Ciren Luobu makes an innovative, 
valuable contribution to Tibetan modern literature in the Chinese 
language. His main characters are portrayed with distinctive 
personalities and experiences, providing readers vivid images of 
different people from varied social backgrounds. Landscape 
descriptions invoke depression, frustration, and loneliness, through 
heavy rain, empty roads, dark nights, and dim rooms. This serves to 
create an emotional attachment with the characters in their grief and 
struggle. 
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The author also employs a range of periods, e.g., before and 
into the era of chieftains, and beyond into modern times with phones 
and televisions, providing space for varying interpretations of ordinary 
Tibetans and their lifestyles. 

I recommend Jie to readers with interests in Tibetan literature 
written in Chinese and those drawn to lives of ordinary Tibetans in 
dissimilar historical periods. 
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